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Abstract

Purpose — Since the outbreak of COVID-19 in early 2020, the travel sector has faced an intense challenge,
making tourism one of the most affected sectors at the time of writing. Based on the results of a survey
administered to a sample of 700 Italian tourists, this paper aims to acquire an empirical understanding of key
challenges for the travel and tourism sector in the coming months and the possible responses of tourist cities.

Design/methodology/approach — To study tourism after the pandemic, OUT (University of Naples
Tourism Research Center) has created an online survey to answer the following questions: What will tourism
be like after the pandemic? What will the main changes in travel behaviors be? What role will new information
technologies play in future tourism? Are there territorial differences based on the spread of the virus?

Findings — The pandemic has inevitably affected everyone’s tourist choices, regardless of how much
their specific area of residence has been impacted by the virus. Consequently, it will significantly influence
travelers’ experiences. The Italian tourists who were survey respondents are aware that physical
distancing rules will probably remain in effect for an extended time and, therefore, they cannot imagine
future tourism not conditioned by these measures. This does not mean that Italians will give up tourism in
the short-medium term, however. Indeed, the research data highlight the resilient character of tourism in
that it is transformed but does not cease to exist.

Originality/value — By studying the future through a sociological approach, it is possible to identify how
the COVID-19 emergency will impact tourism and how both the form and social meaning of mobility will be
conditioned. On the basis of the data, the analysis will be directed from the present to the post-pandemic
horizon, hypothesizing possible scenarios for the future of tourism and providing some possible policy
indications.
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Introduction

What will travel look like post-coronavirus and how can we try to support an industry that
has been on its knees since the pandemic began in early 20207 The answers to these
questions are still uncertain and the lessons we are learning from this painful historical
moment are different. Nothing can be taken for granted and multiplying opportunities,
travel arrangements and technological solutions is not enough to guarantee solid growth
prospects for tourism. Tourism, despite the support of new technologies (apps, artificial
intelligence, augmented reality, big data...), constitutes a complex and therefore fragile
system, as it depends on multiple factors such as human well-being and the environment,
mutual trust, international solidarity, security, peace and health.

COVID-19 has significantly impacted two of the main elements that distinguish tourism,
namely, physical travel and social interactions. As a result, many restrictions and
extraordinary precautionary measures have been implemented internationally to stem and
combat the coronavirus pandemic. These initiatives have completely overturned the daily
life of people on a global level, including by exerting a powerful impact on their tourist
behavior (Corbisiero, 2020; IPSOS, 2020; Irwin, 2020). Thus, the coronavirus pandemic
temporarily halted the growth of tourism, a sector that was experiencing a real boom in
recent years (UNWTO, 2019; Cerved, 2019; RTE, 2020; WTTC, 2020a).

Within urban contexts, the COVID-19 affected all parts of the hospitality value chain. The
impact of the pandemic cancelled daily events such as catering or relax services, closed
accommodations and shut down attractions became immediately felt within the tourist chain.
Bars, pubs and restaurants had to close as well, though in several countries, a switch to take-
away/delivery sales allowed some areas to continue to turn the economy (Gossling et al., 2020).

Widely, cities are impacted even in situations where they have escaped the worst of the
health crisis itself.

Since the advent of the coronavirus, the transportation system and, more generally, social
mobility as well have suffered a setback not only because of travel bans and widespread
restrictions on physical gatherings, but also because they immediately suffered from
negative perceptions owing to the fear of contagion. With mobility at a standstill — cruising
ships and aircraft parked — collapsing consumer demand, low cash reserves, hotels shuttered,
it took only a few weeks for the pandemic to completely disrupt the geography of travel and
tourism (Florida, 2020). As reported by Haywood (2020), “Destinations reliant on tourism
became ghost towns. Cries of ‘What’s going on?’ led to feelings of sheer hopelessness among
many, dramatized by ‘Inner City Blues’ (Marvin Gaye songs on YouTube)” (p. 599).

It should be specified that tourism demand has slowly begun to rise again in several
European countries in the second half of 2020 (UNWTO, 2020b). A pretty safe and
responsible travel is currently possible through European countries, and it is imperative that
governments work closely to get tourism moving again.

A trend that makes the resilience of the tourism processes evident, also in regard to other
ongoing crises that are not as immediate, but equally meaningful as COVID-19, such as
ecological footprints or landscapes conservation related to leisure tourism. The link between
resilience and tourism destinations is a significant issue because disturbances are not
exclusively connected to pandemics, but several further shocks have been on the debating
table for a long time. Climate changes, terrorist attacks, financial and industrial crisis and
digital divide have to be seriously considered as “tourist shocks” owing to their effects on
tourist communities to survive (Arafia and Leon, 2008; Lee and Chen, 2011). As a deceptive
“magic recipe” to build a discourse about post-pandemic tourism, resilience introduces
controversial aspects that are often related to sustainability or patched up by coupling the
term “tourism” with the adjectives “green,” “sustainable” or “slow.” In our paper, we will
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its definition of ability to preserve something in existence without interruption or
diminution (Assadourian, 2013). The comprehension of the dynamics of economic and social
crises suggests new thinking on the re-design of tourism and of its connected social needs.
Particularly, in the aftermath of the COVID-19 emergency travel-as-usual will no longer be
sustainable, with impacts on both the environment and local communities, and sometimes
even without significant economic benefits (Tembo, 2020). For a general destination to be
resilient, to resist and to adapt to external disruptions, one basic condition is to respond to,
cope with and adapt to changes over time without losing its fundamental structure and
function (Adger et al., 2002). For sure the resilience depends also on the characteristics of the
disaster, the level of exposure of the system and its sensitivity as well as the adaptation that
results from the territorial response (Becker and Rubinstein, 2004; Cochrane, 2008). In this
sense, in considering the relationship between resilience and tourism, the role of the tourists’
communities, the type of shock and the ability to adapt and persist in its business activities
must also be analyzed (Ivkov et al., 2019). After each crisis, there is an increase in fear,
tension and confusion as tourist behavior is sensitive to crises (Bodosca et al., 2014).

The purpose of this paper is to obtain an empirical understanding of the key challenges
for the travel and tourism sector in the coming months. Predictive analysts (Barlow et al.,
2016; Corbisiero et al, 2020; Lade et al, 2020) have long underlined the role of
“anthropogenic disasters” in the future of tourism, disasters characterized by human
interference in the natural environment. Therefore, to identify what impact the pandemic is
having and will have on the future of tourism, OUT (University of Naples Tourism Research
Center) has conducted an online survey specifically aimed at detecting the behavior,
intentions and future propensities of Italian travelers. Because of the highly interlinked
cultural, political and socio-economic impacts of COVID-19, historical trends of tourism are
expected to be modified. The predictive power of traditional explanatory models about
tourist dynamics (Rocker, 2010) might not be appropriate anymore because of the new
pandemic. So the future models need to focus on taking more novel approaches for exploring
the essential factors there are behind the acceptance to return travelling safely.

More specifically, the empirical study was conducted to understand the sensitivity of
Italian tourists faced with a health crisis such as that of COVID-19, with the aim of obtaining
information from the travelers’ community to identify any potential changes in their travel
behaviors as a consequence of COVID-19. The evolution of these behaviors has also been
studied from a temporal perspective. Our main hypothesis is that through a comparison
between pre-pandemic behaviors and predictable future behaviors the disruption owing to
the present crisis can be converted into transformative innovation and help reshape and
rethink the tourism, establishing a new way to travel in terms of a system which is
commercially viable and offers the community of tourists equitable and sustainable access
to tourism resources and distribution of the benefits, while minimizing negative
environmental and other impacts.

The Italian case is an interesting focus for sociological study about tourism because
Italy’s hospitality industry was the first in Europe to be hit by the devastating impact of the
virus and to transition through the various phases of COVID-19 containment measures,
including the shock of lockdown (Monaco, 2020). In Italy, the spread of the virus has varied
greatly among geographical areas (Corbisiero and La Rocca, 2020). Although the virus
ended up reaching all the regions of the peninsula, the country’s north has been the most
affected area since the beginning of the pandemic. Lombardy (where the first major hotbed
of the epidemic in Italy was discovered) has been the most heavily struck region, with tens
of thousands of infected individuals and thousands of deaths. The other neighboring Italian
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regions most powerfully impacted have been Veneto and Emilia-Romagna. On the basis of
these considerations, the study also seeks to understand if there are differences among
Italians’ visions of and intentions for the future of tourism based on their area of residence.

By studying the tourism through a territorial approach, it is possible to identify how the
COVID-19 emergency will impact tourism and how mobility and the tourist accommodation
will be conditioned both in their form and social meaning. In our perspective, the space over
which a COVID-19 impact analysis needs to be defined goes beyond geographical
boundaries and includes multiple dimensions of the physical and virtual realities within
which the “tourism gaze” (Urry and Larsen, 2011) plays out. Some cities in Italy are facing
the complex challenge of the reorganization of cultural offer, mobility and accommodation,
where the gradual reopening involved the resumption of some tourist activities and the
consequent increase in related mobility flows.

Methodology

Research instrument

As part of this study, a questionnaire was designed to collect data from a sample of Italian
travelers, holders of a long-term residence in Italy. The questionnaire was divided into five
sections.

The first section was designed to collect the socio-demographic data of tourists,
including residence area, gender, age, nationality, income, education level and occupation.

The second section of the questionnaire comprises a series of questions aimed at learning
about Italians’ tourist habits before the health emergency. More specifically, respondents
were asked to indicate their preferred means of transport, trip duration, the type of
accommodation they mainly chose and their favorite travel companions.

The same questions were asked again in the third section of the questionnaire, this time
from a forecasting point of view. In other words, travelers were asked to indicate their
tourist preferences for these same aspects but imagining their next trips in the post-COVID
period.

The fourth section of the questionnaire was implemented to understand the main
consequences for the tourism sector in the short-medium term. To obtain this information, a
set of questions on travelers’ needs, fears and expectations was proposed.

In the last section of the questionnaire, a specific space was dedicated to the use of new
technologies, both in everyday practice and as tools for increasing possibilities in tourism,
including through virtual travel.

Population and sample method
The research was carried out on a sample of Italian residents. For the survey, a
subpopulation made up of individuals aged between 15 and 75 years old was chosen, as it
was important that the sample include only people who will actually be capable of engaging
in tourism autonomously in the near future. Not having a list of subjects to be involved in
the research, the sampling method used was non-probabilistic. To ensure the geographical
representativeness of the data, the working group chose to set up sampling by quotas,
dividing the sample into small groups proportional to the distribution of the Italian
population among the three main available tourist areas in Italy: north, center and south.

The questionnaire was computerized via QUALTRICS and disseminated online through
the main communication channels of OUT (social networks, websites and mailing lists).
Thus, the data was collected online between March and August 2020.

We are aware that the results of random sampling research are not representative in that
the insights and observations they produce cannot be extended in all respects to the entire
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widespread use of the internet among the Italian population allowed this study to reach
heterogeneous targets which, as such, are also able to provide a highly reliable general
picture of social phenomena (Mahrt and Scharkow, 2013). In addition, the statistical
significance of the collected data on changes from pre-COVID to post-COVID has been
realized using the chi-square test.

Results

The group of 700 subjects included in the sample has an average age of 38 years and is made
up of 60% women and 40% men. Respondents are mainly office workers (38.3%) and
students (29.9%), with 10.1% of the survey respondents unemployed and/or seeking
employment.

The educational status of the Italian tourists involved is quite high, with over 63.5% of
them holding a post-secondary degree. The male participants have a higher education level
than the female survey respondents: 40% of the Italian men involved in this study have an
undergraduate post-secondary degree, and 27.6% a postgraduate degree. By comparison,
37% of the female travelers involved have an undergraduate post-secondary degree and
27% a postgraduate degree.

Almost all of the sample (93%) declared that their tourist habits will change following
the most acute phase of the health emergency in relation to: the duration of tourist
experiences, travel companions, type of accommodation, means of transport chosen and use
of technologies. Delving deeper into the data, it is immediately clear that this anticipated
change is a widespread trend at the national level, but the propensity for such change is
expressed more emphatically by respondents residing in the regions of northern Italy that
have been most affected by the pandemic: 95% of people living in the north of Italy said that
will change their tourist habits, versus 92% of central residents and 89% of people living in
the south. One initial empirical finding of interest is that the pandemic has inevitably
affected everyone, regardless of their area of residence.

What respondents said in general was confirmed by a comparison with their answers to
the questions in Sections 2 and 3 of the questionnaire, through which it is possible to
compare pre- and post-COVID-19 tourist habits and preferences.

As can be seen from Table 1, the Italian survey respondents who declared that they do
not intend to give up tourism in the future plan to engage in shorter experiences than before:

Southern Italy Central Italy Northern Italy
Pre- Post- Pre- Post- Pre- Post-
COVID COVID A COVID COVID COVID COVID

(%) (%) (%) (%) (%) A(%) (%) (%) A (%)
One day 0.7 2.7 +2 14 5.7 +4.3 0.5 29 +24
A weekend 7.1 16.2 +9.2 8.3 15.7 +74 9.5 14.5 +5
Maximum
5days 16.4 19.7 +34 8.3 10 +1.7 10.8 20.3 +9.5
A week 44 39.3 —4.7 333 371 +3.8 35.1 34.8 —04
A couple of
weeks 231 16.6 —6.5 40.3 25.7 —146 34.6 18.8 —15.8
More than
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Table 1.
Duration of tourist
experiences (pre-
COVID and post-

two weeks 87 54  -33 83 57 26 95 87 —08 COVID comparison)




WHATT
13,3

406

Table 2.

Travel companions
(pre-COVID and post-
COVID comparison)

generally speaking, trips lasting longer than a week lose their appeal in favor of micro-
vacations.

More specifically, a geographical breakdown of the responses shows a certain caution on
the part of residents of southern Italy. As compared to the pre-COVID period, they are more
inclined to concentrate their tourist experiences in the space of a few days or no more than
five days. Survey respondents who reside in central Italy are likewise willing to give up a
few days of vacation, but the number of people who decide to stay away from home for at
least a week is higher. As for northern Italians, many them continue to prefer holidays of at
least seven days, but the percentage of people who spend two weeks away from home is
clearly decreasing.

Another interesting change in the intentions of Italian travelers has to do with travel
companions. In Table 2 we can see that Italian tourists intend to take fewer trips with
friends or organized groups and to engage in more tourist experiences with partners and
family, most likely because these latter are people with whom they already share a certain
degree of intimacy in everyday life and who they trust more. This attitude is also explained
by the fact that the Italian government’s regulations during the lockdown period permitted
people to visit family members first and foremost, and non-relatives only in a later phase.

In other words, the research highlights that respondents are adopting a prudent
approach to the choice of travel companions, a trend that is widespread nationally and most
evident among northern respondents. In terms of travel companions, in general it could be
argued that the Italians who took part to the survey prefer to engage in tourism with people
whose behaviors, health status and daily encounters they know well (or believe they
know well).

With respect to this specific aspect, the greatest degree of caution is displayed by over-
40s: a higher percentage of them declared that they prefer planning their holidays with
family as compared to members of the younger generations. In contrast, young people from
southern Italy in particular still consider the experience of travel as a moment of sharing
with their group of friends. Moreover, we can see that the trend of taking solitary trips
remains quite unchanged in the center and south of Italy. This type of travel is also
practiced almost exclusively by the youngest male respondents in the sample.

As regards choice of accommodations (Table 3), from a forecasting point of view and in
light of physical distancing measures, in general the subjects show greater interest now than
in the pre-COVID period in holiday homes (where they can personally oversee the cleaning
of rooms and spaces) and hotels rated four stars and up. Luxury hotels are acquiring

Southern Italy Central Italy Northern Italy
Pre- Post- Pre- Post- Pre- Post-
COVID COVID A COVID COVID A COVID COVID A
(%) (%) (%) (%) (%) (%) (%) (%) (%)

With the family 24.9 287 +3.7 16.7 20 +3.3 24.3 314 +7.1
With a group of

friends 34.5 25.8 -88 208 14.3 —6.5 24.3 15.7 -86
With an

organized

group 2 1.3 -0.7 6.9 14 -55 4.1 1.2 -29
In pairs 335 39.6 +62 472 57.1 +99 432 50 +6.8

Solo travels 5.1 4.6 —05 8.3 71 -12 4.1 1.7 -2.3




Southern Italy Central Italy Northern Italy
Pre- Post- Pre- Post- Pre- Post-
COVID COVID A COVID COVID A COVID COVID
(%) (%) (%) (%) (%) (%) (%) (%) A(%)

Farmstays 25 29 +04 42 71 +3 41 29 -12
Shared apartments 3.8 25 —-13 107 86 21 27 29 +02
Non-shared apartment - 1 +1 0.4 29 +25 14 58 444
Holiday homes 21.6 267 +51 87 171 484 149 217 469
Bed and breakfasts 216 188 —-29 25 18 -7 284 174 -11
Camp grounds/campers 29 29 - 2 14 06 27 14 -13
Hostels 16 04 -12 28 - 28 14 04 -1
Pensions or hotels up to one

star 13 14 +01 1 2 +1 14 02 -12
Mid-range hotels (two or three

stars) 29.6 253 —43 278 20 -78 311 30 -11
Luxury or semi-luxury hotels

(four stars and up) 14.9 182 433 222 229 +06 122 174 +52
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Table 3.
Accommodation (pre-
COVID and post-
COVID comparison)

growing interest in the eyes of Italians as they are equipped with rooms or suites featuring
large spaces.

Moreover, it is important to underline that sharing economy practices, which were
experiencing an interesting period of growth in recent years (Cheng, 2016; Hamari ef al,
2016; Ertz et al, 2019), are undergoing a setback. Interpreting the data from a territorial
perspective as well, we can also argue that, before COVID, it was mainly respondents
residing in central Italy who chose to stay in shared apartments. The advent of the
pandemic seems to some extent to be discouraging this practice, as well as that of staying in
camp grounds or hostels (no respondents from central Italy stated that they would consider
a hostel as a possible accommodation in the short-long term).

As we anticipated, Italian tourists who have more extensive economic resources
expressed a greater preference for expensive accommodation facilities than other
respondents. This group includes mainly older people residing in northern Italy. They prefer
to spend their time in luxury hotels because these facilities have the spending capacity to
offer their guests the best guarantees regarding the cleanliness of the spaces as well as
customer check-in and check-out procedures.

A final aspect we investigated to monitor the tourism changes of Italians from the pre-
COVID to the post-pandemic period is the choice of means of transport for traveling. It is
often argued that a country with a good transportation system can be considered to be a
tourist destination (Das ef al, 2007; Pagliara et al., 2017). Thus, according to Kaul (1985), the
transportation network is one of the most fundamental components of successful tourism
development. Nevertheless, in line with recent data that testify to the crisis that the
transport system has been undergoing for several months now (Unimpresa, 2020), the data
in Table 4 clearly show that a significant percentage of Italians avoid traveling by plane,
train or bus. The fact that it is not always easy to comply with rules regarding appropriate
interpersonal distances and the exorbitant prices of airline and high-speed train tickets have
driven many Italians to prefer car travel to reach tourist destinations. In the south in
particular, more so than other areas of Italy, the data show substantial interest on the part of
respondents in the possibility of renting a car for excursions. One of the positive aspects of
traveling by car is undoubtedly avoiding the risk of coming into contact with unknown
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Southern Italy Central Italy Northern Italy
13’3 Pre- Pre- Pre-
COVID Post- A COVID Post- COVID Post- A
%)  COVID(%) (%) (%)  COVID(%) (%) (%)  COVID(%) (%)
Airplane 24 20.4 -3.6 25.7 185 -72 23.8 18.3 —55
408 Train 23.7 189 —4.8 25 20.5 —45 21.8 17.8 —4
Bus 11.2 6.7 —4.5 9.9 8.0 -19 10.1 6.6 -35
Private
Table 4. car 21.0 28.3 7.3 21 30.5 9.5 24.2 32.5 8.3
Means of transport Rented
car 74 13 5.6 79 115 3.6 11.7 15.7 4
(pre-COVID and post- Ship or
COVID comparison)  ferry 127 128 01 103 11 0.7 85 91 0.7
individuals. Moreover, even if this means of transport makes the journey longer and more
tiring, it also allows people to make stops along the way, offering them the chance to
discover places that they otherwise would only have been passing through.

The subjectivity of distance and proximity plays an important role in the spatial
distribution of tourists, destinations and tourist activities (Larsen, 2015). The distance to and
proximity of destinations influence which places tourists view as attractive and which are
perceived as unattractive to visit. This is particularly informative in the context of the
pandemic.

The most recent international data on tourism mobility (UNWTO, 2020a) describe a
scenario in which tourists choose destinations that are closer to their usual places of
residence, not only because several international destinations remain inaccessible but also
because nearby destinations are considered less risky and they allow people to return home
quickly in case of need or emergency.

To support our results we used a series of chi-square tests. As the p-value is less than our
chosen significance level (a« = 0.05) for all the analyzed dimensions, we can reject the null
hypothesis and reveal statistically significant difference between the analyzed aspects from
pre-COVID 19 and post-COVID 19 in the behavior of Italian tourists (Tables 5-8).

Table 5. Chi-square (observed value) 754,210
Independence test Chi-square (critical value) 58,124
(chi-square) for Degrees of freedom 42
duration of tourist  p-value <0.0001
experiences Alfa 0.05
Chi-square (observed value) 1,062,484
Table 6. Chi-square (critical value) 43,773
Independence test Degrees of freedom 30
(chi-square) for travel p-value <0.0001
companions Alfa 0.05
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other countries.

To better understand the changes in travel behaviors, in the following sections of the
questionnaire we focused on the most significant tourists’ attitudes and fears and their
future use of technology in relation to tourism. In total 82.62% of subjects stated that they
prefer tourist destinations with large open spaces while 66.7% declared that they avoid the
destinations more heavily affected by the coronavirus. In this sense, according to the group
of respondents, mountain areas, but also countryside and natural parks, have a significantly
competitive advantage. Looking to the future once again, 60% of respondents said they will
avoid urban tourism and tourist cities, reflecting their awareness that the virus has spread
more widely in urban contexts (Bachimon et al., 2020).

Many cities have lost a part of their appeal in the eyes of Italians, especially in the
central-northern part of the country. This change was already visible during the summer of
2020, when Venice, Milan, Genoa and Rome itself (to name just only the best-known
examples of central-northern Italian tourist cities) welcomed fewer visitors than they had in
previous years, which made them appear as strangely empty and silent as several other
cities around the world (Ioannides and Gyiméthy, 2020). The same fate has not affected
southern Italian tourist cities such as Naples or Palermo, which have hosted mainly internal
tourism. Although the emergency has diminished, the image of hotbed is still associated
with urban contexts in the collective imagination, owing in part to mass media
communication that has long emphasized the role of cities in the spread of the virus
(Antonelli, 2020; Cowper, 2020; Yu et al., 2020). This concern mainly has an emotional
impact on people living in areas that have been less directly affected by the pandemic. It is
no coincidence that respondents residing in Lombardy, Veneto, but also Trentino Alto-
Adige and Emilia Romagna (areas that experienced moments of great difficulty, especially
in the initial phase) expressed themselves less in agreement with this statement. From a
sociological point of view, this data reveal an emerging prejudice amongst Italians toward
the areas in which a greater number of cases have been recorded based on the fear, albeit
unfounded, that the risk of contagion remains high even after the emergency has passed.

In addition, 69% of the sample said that they dread meeting people from other cities for
fear of contagion. This data allows us to argue that, in the current historical and social
context torn apart by the COVID-19 pandemic, one social consequence is that foreigners are
kept at a distance by locals in pursuit of an idea of safety and the hope of preserving their
health. This phenomenon contradicts one of the cornerstones of post-modern tourism: the

Chi-square (observed value) 2,206,278
Chi-square (critical value) 135,480
Degrees of freedom 110
p-value <0.0001
Alfa 0.05
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Table 7.
Independence test
(chi-square) for
accommodation

Chi-square (observed value) 1,350,079
Chi-square (critical value) 120,592
Degrees of freedom 60
p-value <0.0001
Alfa 0.05

Table 8.
Independence test
(chi-square) for
means of transport




WHATT
13,3

410

encounter with the other, mutual contamination, coming to know cultures other than one’s
own through dialogue and exchange with the people who live in other contexts (Murji and
Picker, 2020; Noor et al., 2020; Page and Connell, 2020).

As for the role of new technologies in the future of tourism, new technological
applications such as the Internet, mobile-based interfaces or augmented-reality systems
constitute significant pillars in tourists’ choices. In the pandemic era, the link between
tourism and technologies would seem stronger than ever owing to the acceleration of
mobility that the latest generation of technological services seems to offer. Examples are
digital identification technology, used not only to expedite reception services but also to
make transits quicker, and virtual tours of museums.

According to our data, 47% of respondents stated that they had engaged in forms of
virtual tourism during the three months prior to the survey. The highest percentage of
virtual travelers is concentrated in northern Italy (58.3%) and is mainly made up of young
people belonging to the Millennial generation and Gen Z. Although virtual tourism through
online photos or videos, Google Maps, Google Street View, 3D reproductions and
videogames seems to have become quite widespread in Italy, only 6.7% of respondents said
that they agree with the idea that virtual tourism can supplant physical travel.

Conversely, as people are living increasingly digital and connected lives, it seems that
enjoying physical experiences while traveling is the only (or at least the primary) way to
unwind. However, the participating sample agrees in attributing substantial weight to
technologies in the post-COVID period. More than in the past, they are considered as useful
devices for leading a life in greater safety and with more opportunities. Their usefulness is
recognized above all in booking and making online purchases (76 %), searching for tourist
information, and receiving constant updates on the evolution of the epidemic (81.4%). An
interesting finding is the idea, more common among the youngest respondents of the
sample, that robotics and artificial intelligence could be useful tools for limiting the
possibility of contagion among people (15%).

Discussion

The COVID-19 emergency represents a watershed between what tourism was like a few
months ago and what it will be like in the coming years. The survey highlights that the
behavior of Italian tourists is and will be influenced for quite some time by a series of factors
including personal economic well-being, changes in costs, perceived health risks and
consumption capacities that have changed as a result of pandemic restrictions. The Italian
tourists in our sample are aware that physical distancing rules will probably remain in effect
for a few years and, therefore, they cannot imagine future tourism not conditioned by such
measures. This does not mean that Italians will give up tourism in the short-medium term.
Indeed, the research data highlight the resilience of tourism, a field that is transformed but
does not cease to exist (Jeuring and Diaz-Soria, 2017). Our research found that respondents
indicate a general preference for more nearby vacations, historically associated with lower
sociodemographic status and older age brackets (Berrino, 2011).

It is not the first time in the history of tourism that mobility has been challenged by
epidemics.

In the new century, an anxiety of travel conditioned by fear of contagion arose as early as
2002, the year in which alarm began to spread about SARS, that was an atypical form of
pneumonia that first appeared in Guangdong province (Canton) in China. In 2009, there was
also the so-called “Swine Flu,” caused by an A HINI1 virus, which triggered enormous
concern globally. The Middle East respiratory syndrome appeared in 2015 (Gostin and
Lucey, 2015).
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generated a permanent blockage of tourist flows, none of them ultimately caused a
significant long-term decline in global tourism development. In all of these circumstances,
tourism displayed its resilient character, proving itself a sector capable of resisting critical
circumstances. It has certainly undergone variations and modifications each time, from the
destinations people choose to the way they practice tourism (Jeuring and Haartsen, 2017),
but it has always survived, establishing itself as one of the most successful sectors.

The results of this study suggest that the same process will occur in the post-COVID
phase as well. The losses caused by this pandemic have not put an end to the desire to
escape and travel, so Italian travelers will continue to engage in tourism, albeit differently
than in the past in terms of places to visit, time spent, accommodation facilities, travel
companions, the use of technology and so on.

These considerations are also based on the data we collected regarding the use of new
technologies. Tourists have stated that they find technologies extremely useful to support
their tourism choices and during their travel experiences, but at the same time they have
stressed that virtual travel alone is not enough to satisfy their desire for mobility. Although
there have been many advances in technology, our sample does not consider virtual reality
and augmented reality as valid alternatives to real travel.

As de Kerckhove suggests (Marino, 2020), we can distinguish “tourism of the mind” from
“tourism of the body.” The first category includes imaginative and virtual travel (Urry and
Sheller, 2006). These experiences are a useful tool for gaining knowledge about the world or
for wvisiting otherwise-inaccessible places (Monaco, 2018). During the first national
lockdown, for example, people practiced mind tourism on a massive scale because they
could not do otherwise. However, the research data show that it is “tourism of the body,”
enacted through physical mobility, that constitutes the element which will prove capable of
overcoming the obstacles to tourism. Italian travelers seek these experiences out to have a
direct relationship with places and objects. In other words, the pandemic has increased and
accelerated the use of new technologies also to practice alternative forms of tourism. In this
sense, new technologies have made it possible to overcome the obstacles linked first to
quarantine and then to physical distancing measures. However, this seems to have not been
enough for Italian travelers. In fact, as soon as they had the opportunity to travel again, they
abandoned the means of communication to experience a non-mediated contact with the
world. In this scenario we can see how once again tourism has already begun to show its
resilient feature, thanks also to the ability of its protagonists to invent and reinvent it, in a
form that inherits something from the past, but at the same time adds new elements.

Looking at the future, in this scenario, local communities should be considered as
important partners for the restart of tourism in each territory. They must be particularly
involved in designing authentic and engaging types of experiences for travelers interested in
discovering local beauties. An innovative solution could be to create networks amongst the
public sector, private tourist companies and local communities, so as to work synergistically
for the territorial revaluation and development of a new form of tourism, in line with the new
needs expressed by the tourist demand.

The behavior of local communities, which can encourage a different form of tourism, and
the new choices of tourists, adapted to the new social, historical and health contingencies,
may seem ambiguous. But it is precisely in this ambiguity that we can clearly see that
traveling is a social need: even if on the one hand it frightens people, on the other hand it is
perceived as a necessity.

According to recent studies on this issue (OCSE, 2020; Lapointe, 2020; Vishal and Aakriti,
2020), the will to travel expressed by the Italian people included in the survey, despite the
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difficulties characterizing the current moment, is probably based on four short-term
expectations: the vaccine efficacy, the reduction of travel restrictions, the metabolization of
health measures for travelers and passengers and, above all, the spread of local tourism. In
particular, the tourists involved in this study currently appear to be oriented more than ever
toward forms of proximity travels within confined areas not far from home during which
they avoid crowds as much as possible. From this analytical point of view, it is safe to argue
that journeys will increasingly focus on “why” to visit rather than “what” as in the past, to
meet travelers’ specific needs to go beyond sterile or already-familiar experiences. Recent
research on the subject shows how these considerations do not only apply to Italian tourists,
but can also be extended to other travelers around the world. For example, in the post-
COVID, the demand for domestic tourism in the United Kingdom has registered an
unprecedented rise (Dinev, 2020). There too, as in Italy, travelers have not abandoned the
desire to travel, but have oriented their choices toward closer destinations. As recently
stated by the World Travel and Tourism Council (WTTC, 2020b), a similar situation also
marks other territories, including European countries such as Spain, Greece, France and
Portugal among others. There traveler preferences and behaviors have shifted toward
domestic and regional vacations and the outdoors will reign in the short-term, with a specific
attention to health, safety and social, and environmental, sustainability.

Conclusions and implications

The health, social and economic emergency produced by COVID-19 is offering tourist
operators the opportunity to rethink their range of proposals in a more sustainable and
higher-quality way and the opportunity for travelers to rethink the way they enjoy their
holidays.

The current crisis could thus represent an important moment for pursuing the kind of
pathways of tourist innovation already foreseen by Italy’s 2017-2022 national tourism
strategic plan, pathways with the capacity to guide local and national growth. Precisely in
light of the current situation, some scholars (Kozul-Wright and Barbosa, 2020; Rab and
Kettler, 2020; Sigala, 2020) have already called for taking advantage of this period of
interruption to make wide-ranging structural changes to the tourism sector, starting with a
renewed reflection on several aspects of sustainability policy. In fact, the research data on
the habits and expectations of Italian tourists suggest that an alternative to the mass
tourism model is possible. Future tourism could be zero kilometer and “slow.” These are
niche phenomena that had already begun to take hold in recent years (Hall, 2006; Nilsson
et al., 2011), attracting people interested in more intimate tourism, in the open air and in
contact with nature, away from the masses and frenetic pace of the city (Moralli and
Allegrini, 2020; Seraphin and Dosquet, 2020).

Although it is difficult to observe the situation from such a perspective in this moment of
serious crisis, the historical and social moment may lend itself to repositioning and
redeveloping places and structures of the territories of tourism, bringing them more in line
with international criteria of sustainability, ethics and aesthetics. However, to make such a
move possible, it is necessary to reallocate resources, mitigate the overtourism of certain
places, invest in environmentally responsible ways and care for people and local areas.

In this situation, even Italian urban centers can benefit from the uncertainty of this
historical period: the drop in arrivals will be inevitable, especially as much of the foreign
component will be missing, but there could instead be an increase in tourists from nearby
areas, once again following local itineraries or in any case at short range (Milano ef al., 2019).

This scenario represents an opportunity for local areas to identify new and more
sustainable ways of welcoming and managing tourist flows. In other words, starting from
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of tourist offerings according to a sustainable perspective (La Rocca, 2013; Papa and Fistola,
2016).

Also the hospitality sector, including museums, galleries and attractions, has to imagine
a structural change in the tourist offer. Most likely not all businesses will survive the crisis.
Companies that intend to endure should take action immediately to identify the most
suitable strategies to reassure the new tourist demand, responding to the needs of travelers
in an appropriate manner.

As the recovery of international tourism is likely to be slow, the hospitality sector could
benefit from domestic demand, as residents currently prefer to forego overseas holidays for
domestic holidays.

However, even in response to the economic crisis that has affected many workers, the
hospitality sector should be not only more attractive, but also economically viable and
competitive.

Last but not least, we have seen that safety and hygiene have become key factors to
select destinations and tourism activities. This must be an important lesson from which to
start re-imagining and reviewing the specific company policies. In addition, tourist
destinations and businesses should prioritize younger travelers, who at this moment seem to
be the least frightened of the virus, probably also because of the fact that the average age of
the victims of the pandemic is very high (Goldstein and Lee, 2020; Boehmer, 2020).

They must create the right product offerings and promote them on the most appropriate
communication channels, especially using the online ones.

The uncertain period requires transparency in communication. For this reason, another
incentive could be to ensure the greatest possible clarity on cancellation and refund policies
in case of critical situations or in the face of unexpected travel restrictions.

Tourists will be able to learn to adapt to the unpredictability of post-COVID tourism only
if companies also demonstrate that they are the first to be flexible to change.

A final consideration concerns the areas that have been most affected by the pandemic in
the past few months and which, despite having moved past the emergency phase, are
victims of an emerging prejudice powered by the fear that these places may still harbor the
virus. These sites must work to identify specific territorial marketing and place branding
strategies capable of freeing them from the image of continuing danger. In this regard, it
might be useful to accompany any initiative with both epidemiological data on the rate of
infections and evidence of the safety measures that have been adopted on-site.
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